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large investments in that country. These statements
may have been greatly exaggerated, or even un-
founded, but they represented a general consensus
of suspicion and a reflection on Li's practice of com-
bining public affairs with private speculation.

Li was the pioneer in the development of a type of
official trading organised, more or less, on the model
of European joint-stock companies, but distinguished
by the fact that the enterprises which he established
were always managed for and by officials. It required
no extraordinary intelligence to perceive that trading
monopolies, protected by a powerful Viceroy, not
only against foreigners, but against Chinese competi-
tion, should prove extremely lucrative. The best
known of Li's official enterprises was the China
Merchants Steam Navigation Company, inaugurated
in 1880 with funds partly provided by Li himself
and partly by public subscription. This undertaking,
managed by Chinese officials of Li's entourage,
assisted in certain directions by foreign experts, and
officered by Englishmen and Americans, became a
milch-cow of extraordinary productivity and, despite
wholesale peculation, continued to show large profits
Eor many years. As Superintendent of Northern
Trade, Li secured for this company, ostensibly in
the public interest, a monopoly of freights for tribute
rice and other Government supplies. In the same way
he obtained the support of Peking in preventing the
Governor of Formosa and other Chinese shipping
owners from competing with his steamers in the
Yangtsze trade. In this connection it is to be observed
that from the early 'eighties onwards the Li family
rapidly increasing in power of wealth in its native
province of Anhui, came eventually to dominate the